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PRAISE:  OUR DUTY AND DELIGHT                      Colossians 3:12-16
n     a homily by Mel Williams
n     Watts Street Baptist Church
n      August 22, 2004 (A Service of Hymns)
 
“Sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs with thankfulness in your hearts to God.”  (Colossians 3:16)
 
 
There are times when words fail us.  There are times when we are clogged with confusion and pain.  There are times when we cannot or will not speak about our faith.  That’s the reason God gave us hymns.  
 
We come here to sing our faith.  I believe that when we sing together, we summon the forces of goodness.  We combine text, melody, and community in a rallying cry for comfort, compassion, justice and peace.
 
People who sing together can change the world.   Witness the Civil Rights Movement.  People marched in the streets, united by common purpose and by songs:  “We shall overcome….I’m gonna keep right on a walking, keep right on a-talking, marching to freedom land.”  Most major movements have music and singing to bring passion, power and God to human efforts.
 
That’s why singing is not optional.  That’s why we can be and must be a great singing congregation.  It’s not merely because some of us love to sing; singing is essential to our very life.  Could we worship without singing?  Probably not.
 
We come here to praise God. We can do that with our bodies and with our words.  But most often, we praise God with our voices.  We sing our praise.  Our hymns are prayers--- singing out to God our needs and our praise.
 
Praise is both a duty and a delight.  We may not like the sound of the word “duty.”  It smacks of “shoulds” and “oughts.”  But we do a lot of things out of duty. We go to school, go to work, feed the dog, and wash the dishes.  We check on a friend or family member who is going through a rough time.  Duty is a part of life.
 
Worship is a duty; praise is a duty.  It was from Rabbi Abraham Heschel that I learned “Do the deed.”  (Do the duty) The deed will then change your motive and your feelings.”  If someone is sick, you visit them; if someone is hungry, you feed them.  If someone is homeless, you invite them in—whether you feel like it or not.  Do the deed.  The action will change your feelings.
 
But praise is also our delight.  If we come here to praise God, to sing to God, gradually that praise and singing will work on our feelings.  If we surrender to the process of praising God, getting lost in the praise, we may discover that our small faith begins to increase.  That’s why Heschel could say, “Praise precedes faith.”  We come here to praise God first, and we gain faith through the praise.
 
Some of us know that singing hymns is fun!  It’s a delight!  That delight can infuse us, inspirit us, inspire us, encourage us.   Then we leave here with more energy.  We leave here with new zeal.  We leave here ready to face the challenges with courage.
 
Many of you know that my father died this summer.  As I’ve struggled with my grief, I’ve learned again how grief comes in waves--- at unexpected times.   Recently I’ve gone back to read Rabbi Heschel who says that there are three ascending levels of how one grieves:  
          with tears—that is the lowest
          with silence—that is higher
          with a song--- that is the highest.
                  (from Abraham Heschel, I ASKED FOR WONDER)
 
I love it that Diana Jackson periodically creates new flags for us on the poll outside the front door of this church.  The one she has there now says, “Come we that love the Lord.”  (It’s the first hymn we sang today.)  But I wonder if someday she might put a banner out there that says, “LOOK OUT!  THE PEOPLE ARE PRAISING GOD.”
 
The people are praising.  The team!  Not the minister or the choir or the organ.  The people are praising.  And that’s a terribly radical thing to do.  Look out!  As a people, we are claiming and proclaiming our faith.  Here we are praising God alone.  Look out!  For that always means there is an unstated counter-theme.  We are praising God—not our country, not our President, not our denomination, not our community, not ourselves, not our theology, not capitalism, not any social or political system.  Here we praise God alone.  Look out!
 
My point is this:  Our singing leads us to shape the world to be the way God intends.  When we praise, we wake up in the morning worrying about the things God worries about.  And our song joins with God’s song—and we carry God’s song into the world.   As my friend Don Saliers has written: 
 
To rightly sing to the glory of God 
     is also to be disposed toward the world 
                    as the arena of God’s mercy and justice.
 
Our singing moves us to do justice.  In the words of an old folk song from the 1960’s:  “It’s a song of justice; it’s a song of freedom.  It’s a song of love between my brothers and my sisters all over this land.”
 
So may it be.  Amen.
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